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Virtual reality was one of the great technological nonstarters of the last century. What was seen in the early 1990s as
the wave of the future, turned out to being nothing more than
an insignificant swell, undermined by expensive, clunky
equipment, poor graphics, and lack of convincing movement.
Now the VR wave is once again rising, driven by inexpensive
viewers, improved technology, and loads of easily accessible
content. Assuming that this revolution doesn’t fizzle, how can
librarians take advantage of this technology?

series of VR "documentaries" that look at situations like the
lives of refugees, putting the viewer right in the middle of a
refugee
camp
(http://www.nytimes.com/newsgraphics/
2015/nytvr/). Other interesting uses include the VR version of
Google Street View, which has been growing to include popular
trails, and the VR art installation “Libraries at Night”
(http://www.banq.qc.ca/activites/expositions/bibliotheque_la_
nuit.html?language_id=1), which allows users to roam famous
libraries, both real and imagined.

Google Cardboard, at $25 and up, is the simplest and
least expensive of these new devices, with the Samsung Gear
being a close second, especially since they have been running
promotions that give the headset away with the purchase of a
Samsung phone. Oculus, who instigated the new interest in VR
with its Kickstarter campaign back in 2012, will release its $600
Rift this year—less affordable, but still within reach of a large
number of consumers.

The applications above show that filmmakers, game
makers, journalists, and teachers are rethinking their usual
process of creation in order to adapt to this new experiential
aesthetic. How can librarians make the same jump?

Google Cardboard works with the free Cardboard app,
which can be found on Apple and Android app stores. The
inexpensive viewers are, as the name implies, made of
cardboard. In fact, if you are so inclined, you can make one
yourself (http://www.androidauthority.com/google-cardboardheadset-how-to-644658/). The Samsung Gear runs the
Cardboard app, but also runs the Oculus app that was developed
for the Rift, giving the Samsung user access to some more
sophisticated experiences.
Most of the available experiences are usable with the
Cardboard, however. Obviously there are many games, but
there are also many other apps, and they run the gamut from
entertainment to educational. Interactive “movies” are popular.
Some are pure entertainment (VR lends itself very well to
horror). or thought-provoking pieces like Janicaza Bravo's
"Hard World for Small Things" (http://www.imdb.com/title/
tt5044946/), which puts viewers into the shoes of a character
whose friend is shot by police. The New York Times has a

When creating a virtual experience a number of
decisions have to be made. What should VR be used for? Its
most obvious application would be to create instructional
modules, like the sort of short training videos that so many
librarians have become adept at. What sort of tasks would
translate well into VR instruction? Being walked through
searches on a virtual workstation at a virtual desk doesn’t sound
like the most exciting use of the technology. On the other hand,
physical tasks like finding a book on a shelf in an accurate
virtual representation of your library could be very useful. A
user could become familiar with the layout of your library
before they ever step in the door. In such a situation, how much
autonomy should the viewer have? Are they forced into
following a predesigned path or are they allowed to roam?
Having a fully roamable environment will keep the user
engaged, but it will also require greater time and money.
Integrating VR content with data from APIs could be
the source of even more interesting applications of this
technology to libraries. Back in the late 90s, Apple created a
browser called “HotSauce” (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
HotSauce) that allowed the user to “fly through” a threedimensional version of a website’s architecture. This project
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was soon abandoned, but VR has the potential to create
immersive three-dimensional representations of data that may
better engage brains that evolved to relate to three-dimensional
interactive environments, not flat screens.
The investment in creating VR environments ranges
wildly. CGI immersive 3d environments can be created with
free
software
(http://makezine.com/2016/03/24/makersintroduction-vr-best-software-tools-free/)
and
simple
environments can be written in JavaScript (http://threejs.org/),
provided you have a workstation that meets the specs and the
programming knowledge and experience to use these tools. If
you want to move into actual immersive movies, you will need
a
360-degree
camera,
like
the
PanoCam
3D
(http://www.panocam3d.com/), which at $5,000 is considered
entry level.
It remains to be seen whether this new wave of VR
interest will last, but there are many indicators that the time for
this technology has come, and it brings an opportunity for
librarians to be creative and put it to good use.
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